The view that the prevalence of anorexia nervosa is influenced by social attitudes and customs is a popular one. Unfortunately the scarcity of medical accounts prior to the later decades of the last century make it difficult if not impossible to estimate the prevalence of anorexia nervosa at various periods in history. The authors present the history of one of Goethe's literary heroines and suggest that similar studies could throw some light on the epidemiology of anorexia nervosa in the past.
Introduction
Anorexia nervosa is a disorder characterized by the implacable desire to be thin, avoidance of carbohydrate foods, weight loss and amenorrhoea. The refusal to nourish what may well be an already emaciated body can, in most cases, be readily distinguished from loss of appetite due to physical disorder or psychotic illness'. The condition has a predilection for adolescent or young adult females, particularly those from the middle and upper classes of Western society. Its true nature and cause have yet to be established, but general opinion is that it stems from a complex interplay of psychological and biological factors''.
Anorexia nervosa appears to have become more prevalent in recent decades and some have attributed this to changes which have taken place in society", The German author Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) lived during a period of rapid change, similar to our own, in which traditional values and cultural expectations were being questioned. However, there is no evidence from contemporary medical sources that anorexia nervosa was particularly common. It is therefore significant that Goethe should describe a possible case. The character concerned, an adolescent female called Ottilie, features prominently in his third major novel, Die Wahlverwandtschaften, published in 1809 4 • Deliberate fasting, particularly for religious reasons, has a history going well back into anti-quity5-7. Many of the earlier instances are vaguely reported or hardly credible, but some have argued that they include cases of anorexia nervosav". The first widely accepted account of this condition is that of the English physician Richard Morton (1637 Morton ( -1698 who cited two case histories in 1689 1°. Silverman'? has written on Morton's life and times, and Bhanji and Newton'f provide a brief commentary on his treatise on wasting diseases. Although Morton's work was well regarded, published accounts of the condition he had named nervous consumption were rare 13 ,14 until it was rediscovered and renamed during the last century by Gull in England and Lasegue in France 15 , 16. The action of Die Wahlverwandtschaften commences when the four principal characters, Eduard and his wife Charlotte, his friend the Captain and Ottilie are assembled in a mansion on Eduard's estate in the country. The estate is isolated and the four of them are left very much to their own emotional and intellectual resources. The term Walverwandtschaften (elective affinities) was taken from 18th century chemistry and describes how the relative strengths of the attractive forces between different atoms dictate their reactions. In keeping with its title, the novel's main characters are kept apart from extraneous influences and allowed to react with each other. Goethe makes the chemical analogy quite clear and throughout the whole novel there is an unmistakeable undertow of hereditary and social determinism.
Ottilie
Ottilie's parents died when she was young. She was left with no means of support and was adopted by Charlotte, who was not only her aunt but also her mother's best friend. From an early age Ottilie was determined to please Eduard and Charlotte, and in this respect her life became dominated by self-imposed 'laws'. These were set when, seemingly asleep, she overheard a conversation in which it was made clear how much her future depended on the goodwill of others.
Charlotte had placed Ottilie in the same finishing school as her daughter by her first marriage, Luciane. The headmistress regarded Ottilie as a neat, orderly and obliging girl, but was concerned about her reserved and self-effacing nature and her seeming lack of interest and application. She was worried also by Ottilie's modesty with regard to food or drink, adding that she would often make excuses to avoid a meal or course. An assistant teacher felt that Ottilie's potential was being wasted by unsympathetic handling and noted that when under stress she would be troubled by a left-sided headache accompanied by flushing of the same side of the face. He reported also that under extreme duress Ottilie would make a silent gesture of refusal. It is just this gesture, a raising of her folded hands as in prayer above her head and then to her breast and then bowing slightly, that later marks the point at which Ottilie finally acknowledges that she is powerless to control her destiny. In contrast, Luciane was an able, vivacious and popular pupil. Her taunts after Ottilie had failed her examinations added to the unhappiness which contributes to her returning home.
On her arrival at the mansion Ottilie behaves in a conscientious and dutiful fashion. She actively assists Charlotte in the running of the household paying meticulous attention to the wishes of every member. However, in contrast to her evident concern with the physical well-being of the others Ottilie's reluctance to eat or drink persists.
For a short time Eduard, Charlotte, the Captain and Ottilie live in a contented state of equilibrium. The law of elective affinities inevitably asserts itself bringing about a gradual realignment of their relationships: Ottilie and Eduard are attracted to each other, as are Charlotte and the Captain. The latter exercise 'classical' restraint and renunciation, but the more 'romantic' Eduard allows his passion free rein and gradually draws Ottilie into it.
Ottilie's moral dilemma is brought out into the open by two visitors to the mansion, the Count and the Baroness, who in conversation with their hosts undermine the traditional concept of the sanctity of marriage. Subsequently Eduard is able to convince Ottilie that Charlotte wants a divorce so that she may marry the Captain. With marriage in prospect Ottilie vows to live entirely for Eduard. She is, as the narrator puts it, 'in Heaven upon Earth'.
These feelings undergo a traumatic reversal. Charlotte is far from considering a divorce. On the contrary she wants to save her marriage. Eduard departs in haste without giving any explanation to Ottilie. It is his part of the bargain with Charlotte to prevent Ottilie from having to leave the mansion, and to gain time. A little later Charlotte discovers that she is pregnant, conception having occurred on the night when both she and Eduard imagined they were sleeping with the partner they really loved.
Ottilie, devastated by Eduard's departure and afraid of being sent away herself, reacts with untypical caution and suspicion. However, she does not renounce her love for Eduard yet. When she hears of Charlotte's pregnancy she retreats into herself, 'feeling unable to hope and forbidden to desire'. In her diary she considers the transience of life, the inevitability of death, and reunion in the afterlife. These same thoughts and their implicationsthat life consists of facing clear alternatives rather than making necessary compromises -recur when at the christening of Charlotte's baby the old parson who is officiating suddenly dies: 'Ottilie alone seemed unaffected by the stark contrast between birth and death, coffin and cradle.'
Ottilie willingly cares for the baby, Otto: not just to oblige Charlotte, but also because it represents a service to Eduard. She realizes that her love must become entirely selfless and must be instrumental in reuniting Eduard and Charlotte. To this extent she is prepared to give up Eduard.
Eduard returns unexpectedly and surprises Ottilie while she is sitting with Otto by the lake reading a book. Although she has inwardly renounced Eduard she is overwhelmed by his love and the couple kiss passionately for the first time. Nemesis, it seems, is not slow in coming. Eduard departs. It is late and Ottilie decides to row across the lake rather than walk around it. In her agitated state of mind she loses control of the boat. Otto falls into the water and drowns. To Eduard this accident removes the last obstacle to a union with Ottilie; for Ottilie it makes that union impossible. Otto's death was accidental, but to Ottilie it was the direct consequence of her abandoning her 'laws' and yielding to Eduard. The very contrast between her prior resolve and what actually happens leads to a profound sense of guilt. That same night Ottilie, while resting seemingly asleep (as she was when she first set the laws by which she had hoped to live) overhears the Captain, now a major, and Charlotte discussing the consequences of the days events. Charlotte agrees to a divorce, adding that her hesitation had led to her child's death. Shortly after the Major's departure Ottilie raises herself up and refuses to condone their plans. She unburdens her own guilt, renounces Eduard totally, and resolves to embark on a life of atonement. This final renunciation has been interpreted as the first step in Ottilie's spiritual transcending of self which leads to her death and subsequent quasi-beatification, However, it can be seen also as a return to the clearly delineated values of her childhood.
Having made her resolve, Ottilie becomes more open in her dealings with Charlotte, but she never refers to the present or the recent past. With her aunt's encouragement she accepts the offer of a teaching post at her old school. On her way there she spends the night at an inn where she is intercepted unexpectedly by Eduard. He pleads desperately with her to return with him to the mansion. Ottilie silences him with that mute gesture of helpless supplication which her schoolmaster had commented on. Eduard desists, yet she leaves with him. Back at the mansion Ottilie remains silent, even toward her maid, Nanni, a child to whom she had formed a strong attachment. Her vow of silence can be interpreted as the outward sign of her acquiescence in the inevitable.
At the mansion the daily routine imposes a semblance of normality, but this is deceptive. Ottilie withdraws to her own room for her meals, where unknown to the others she gives most of her food to Nanni who eats it greedily. On being pressed she reveals her state of mind to her friends in a letter. She reiterates that she has strayed from her true path, and rejects all offers of help. She pleads with them to leave her soul to herself, and reassures them that time will heal. The letter can be seen as an expression of her helplessness to control events. It can also be viewed as a deliberate denial of the seriousness of her condition. Ottilie continues to practice deception with regard to her food intake. Although she is able to rouse herself when in company, her condition deterioriates and she dies some 18 months after her arrival at the mansion.
Anorexia nervosa
Ottilie's death resulted from self-imposed starvation. The subterfuges she resorted to are typical of those encountered in anorexia nervosa, as is the denial of the gravity of her condition. Menstruation was probably too delicate a subject for Goethe's public. However, he offered an insight into Ottilie's sexual feelings. In keeping with the tendency for anorectics to avoid sexual relationships, her affair was platonic and in the main conducted through correspondence and gifts. Even such a devious and impetuous person as Eduard was unable to obtain more than a single kiss.
Ottilie was a highly conscientious girl, as are many who suffer from anorexia nervosa'". This strong sense of duty was put to particular use in ensuring that the servants prepared meals properly. It is now well recognized that anorectics have an apparently paradoxical desire to ensure that others are adequately fed", When it comes to the way they think, anorectics are inclined to construe their world in rigid 'black and white' terms; compromise is impossible". The only options that Ottilie allowed herself when Eduard declared his love were total submission or complete rejection. Once life posed too many problems the sole avenue open to her was to withdraw entirely. Even Ottilie was surprised at how literally she took her vow never to speak to Eduard again.
Ottilie's sex, age and social class are consistent with the epidemiology of anorexia nervosa". Her parents are referred to only briefly, but it is tempting to speculate that they died of natural causes and hence were older than was usually the case when Ottilie was born. This would be in keeping with what is known of the parents of the modern-day anorectic'".
Although the precise cause of anorexia nervosa is not yet known, certain factors are thought to predispose toward the illness. The importance of parental attitudes has been particularly emphasized-", The manner in which Eduard and Charlotte treated Ottilie can be described as a wish to provide the best for her, but without necessarily taking her views into account. When they sent her to boarding school it was not so much with Ottilie's welfare in mind, but to give themselves more time for each other. It was no surprise to Charlotte that Ottilie was unhappy there. The decision to bring her home was not because of this, but was part of a bargain whereby Eduard could invite the Captain. When Ottilie set off to become a teacher no-one had told her that it was with the expectation that she would marry her old schoolmaster. Furthermore, throughout the novel Ottilie is consistently referred to as 'the child' or 'the dear child'; not in the 18th century sense of 'young lady' but quite literally. These terms were never applied to Luciane. Such an attitude, along with the conversation Ottilie overheard as a child, could have instilled a deep conviction that she was forever in the hands of others. It is just this feeling of helplessness which many believe leads to anorexia nervosa. The disorder is seen as an extreme way of taking control of one's life. Psychological factors may also usher in the illness, and a variety of emotional stresses have been noted as precipitants. Common themes are separation from loved ones and a sense of having failed", Such was Ottilie's situation when her poor appetite was first noted.
Alternative diagnoses
Ottilie's dieting while at school could have derived from a young girl's natural attention to her figure. Such dieters, however, lose weight in order to attract others. By contrast, the anorectic girl will shun company". Ottilie was a solitary pupil and made no use of the money and fine dress material sent by Charlotte.
There are many causes of pathological weight loss in adolescence and early adult life. At one time pulmonary tuberculosis was commonplace, and Goethe would have been aware of this disorder. At no time was Ottilie described as suffering from symptoms referable to the respiratory tract. Her energetic life style argues against malignant disease, malabsorption and Addison's disease. Her pallor Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 83 September 1990 583 contrasts with the hyperpigmentation which is a feature of the last of these. Diabetes mellitus and hyperthyroidism both result in weight loss. The former may present as excessive thirst, but Ottilie avoided drink as well as food. In both disorders the appetite is usually normal or even increased.
Depression diminishes the appetite and can be the cause of a lacklustre performance at school. Ottilie's obvious ability to concentrate well on other matters makes this disorder unlikely. Schizophrenia is another condition which may both affect the ability to study and result in loss of weight. The latter is not due to indifferent appetite, but to delusional ideas. The sufferer may be convinced, for example, that his food is being poisoned. Although Ottilie did badly at school, there is no evidence that this was due to disordered thinking. Likewise there is no account of her experiencing delusions or hallucinations. The irresistible rituals and ruminations of an obsessional neurosis may leave no time for proper meals. Ottilie did have a highly conscientous attitude to her household duties, but she went about them willingly. Finally, the hypochondriac will avoid food or drink which they believe will worsen their imagined illness. Far from being overconcerned about her health, Ottilie's attitude contrasted markedly with the worry expressed by those around her.
Discussion
Die Wahlverwandtschaften is much more than a story about an orphan who falls in love with her guardian and then pines away when her feelings cannot be requited. It is one of the most complex and subtly motivated novels in German literature. On one level it depicts the decline of upper class society in the wake of the French Revolution. Against this background of the erosion of traditional values and moral standards Goethe has, we believe, provided an account of the natural history of anorexia nervosa which was well ahead of its time. In this novel, and elsewhere, he anticipated also the modern distinction between anorexia nervosa and self-starvation due to other psychological causes 22 ,23 • A loss of appetite contributes to Eduard's death, but this is placed clearly within the context of the depression which followed Ottilie's demise. In his Wilhelm Meister's Lehrjahre a minor character, Sperata, also starves herself to death, but Goethe leaves the reader in no doubt as to her insanity.
Many of Goethe's other characters display evidence of psychological disturbance. For example, in Die Leiden desjungen Werther the hero commits suicide by shooting himself, a young girl drowns herself, a young man becomes psychotic, and a peasant boy resorts to murder. In Wilhelm Meister's Lehrjahre the monk who fathered Sperata's child develops paranoid delusions and profound depression. In Die Wahlverwandtschaften a girl, who like Ottilie, considers herself responsible for the death of a younger sibling becomes insane and has to be committed to an asylum.
It is unlikely that Goethe drew upon such medical descriptions as were available to him. Even ifhe was aware of them his interest as an author was not in phenomenology, but in unravelling the personal and social processes that led to the outbreak of the disease. In this he went far beyond his predecessors. As far as is known none of Goethe's female acquaintances were anorectic. However, a number suffered from sexual inhibitions: his sister Cornelia, for example, and Frau von Stein, the love of his early Weimar years. Minna Herzlieb, whom Goethe had known as a child and whom he met again while Die Wahlverwandtschaften was taking shape, has long been regarded as a source for Ottilie. She was a childlike, dreamy, slender and pretty girl. Friedenthalt' considers her a 'sisterly and nun-like person', the type of woman to whom he thinks Goethe was particularly drawn.
The absence of any previous medical comment on Ottilie is at first sight surprising. Similarly, literary criticism has ignored the implications of modern research into anorexia nervosa. Goethe was not alone in emphasizing the interpersonal precursors of mental disease. Indeed, spontaneous madness could have no function in a novel or play based on the assumption that human behaviour was explicable in rational terms. Contemporary medical opinion, by contrast, regarded mental illness as due entirely to a diseased brain: it is a somatic disorder and personal circumstances are irrelevant. Literary or philosophical accounts of insanity were therefore rejected out of hand'". In Germany this view persisted into the present century, as did its corollary that a work of fiction that depicts mental illness accurately must be bad literature. Mental illness is incomprehensible, and so violates the highest principle of fiction 26 ,27. The advent of psychoanalysis heralded a new era of interpretation, but in Germany the old school of thought maintained its ascendency well into the 1930s 28 • Another matter is the recognition of anorexia nervosa in Germany. The descriptions provided by Lasegue and Gull were soon followed by others, and by the early years of this century there were a number of accounts published in English or French 29 -33 . It appears, however, that most German-speaking doctors were not aware of the disorders". This situation was compounded when Simmonds, a German pathologist, reported a series of patients who were found at postmortem to have pituitary atrophy". The fact that some were emaciated had regrettable consequences in those countries where many were not familiar with anorexia nervosa, Cases were misdiagnosed as suffering from Simmond's disease, or were thought to have some newly discovered somatic disordert'. Eventually it was shown that anorectics could be distinguished clearly from cases of pituitary insufficiency36. None the less, the position of anorexia nervosa as a condition distinct from other psychiatric disorders had yet to be re-established.
Emil Kraepelin, a psychiatrist whose influence extended far beyond his native Germany, had postulated a relationship between anorexia nervosa and manic depressive illness'", a view later developed by his compatriots WultrJ 8 and Zutt 39 • Others believed that anorexia nervosa was a variant of schizophrenias" or obsessional neurosis". More recently, Kay and Leigh 42 concluded in an influential paper that anorexia nervosa could result from a variety of psychological disorders. Similarly, the sole diagnostic criterion advocated by Bliss and Branch'" was a loss of weight of at least 25 lb due to psychological causes. In due course, however, the opinion that anorexia nervosa was a separate disorder, with characteristic natural history and clinical features, reasserted itself 20 ,44. This phoenix-like resurrection of anorexia nervosa coincided with a major shift in psychiatric thinking. This was the emergence of social psychiatry and with it the realization that personal circumstances and experiences do in fact play a significant role in the genesis and course of mental diseases". This development obviated any further debate on the importance of literary descriptions of psychiatric illness.
Conclusions
Ottilie displays many of the physical and psychological features of anorexia nervosa, and her sex, age and social background are in keeping with its epidemiology. Her loss of weight does not appear to be due to physical illness, psychosis or hypochondriasis. No information regarding menstruation is available, but Ottilie shied away from a sexual relationship in spite of ample opportunity. As with anorectics, she felt it important to please others rather than herself, and was an intelligent and able girl. She was subject to much psychological strain which may have served to precipitate and consolidate the illness. Above all, Ottilie, in common with many who develop anorexia nervosa, had come to learn that whatever her own wishes her destiny was firmly in the hands of others.
The view that social attitudes and customs influence the prevalence of anorexia nervosa is a popular one, but has been difficult to put to the test because of the lack of any significant medical interest in the disorder until toward the close of the last century. It is possible that this gap in our knowledge could be filled by careful study of literary and dramatic heroines.
